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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
In 1862, Republican Congressman Timothy Phelps stood under a partially built dome in 
front of a half-filled chamber. His goal was to convince his fellow representatives to seize this 
imperative moment in history and shape the future of American transportation. Nearing the end 
of his impassioned speech, he asked: “For what are Governments formed if not to protect their 
citizens...to secure their happiness and promote their general welfare? And are they restricted in 
the manner in which they shall protect their citizens or promote their general welfare?”1 This 
question was meant to underline a fundamental disagreement over the role of government, 
helping bring closure to a decade-long debate. What began as an argument concerning railroad 
funding had transcended into a question of vision for the nation.  
For years, Republicans had advocated for investment in a service they believed would 
benefit citizens across the country. Prior to this debate, private interests fueled development for 
many years throughout the country with little regulation or support from the state. Urban 
sociologists John Logan and Harvey Molotch note this as a unique characteristic of a young 
country: “In contrast to the explicit government intervention that has marked other societies, the 
United States became an industrial nation with relatively little constraint placed on the wheeling 
and dealing that distributed populations and business activities across the land.”2 The privatized 
nature of transportation gave increasing amounts of wealth and power to a handful of individuals 
over the course of the 19th century as the Democrats had successfully defended their free-market 
                                               
1 Congressional Globe, 1862, House of Representatives, 37th Congress, 2nd Session, 1591.  
2  John R. Logan and Harvey L. Molotch. Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place (Beverly 
Hills: University of California, 1987), 151.  
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ideals; “...virtually any proposals for explicit intervention...were anathema.”3 This reality led to a 
general acceptance that private interests would shape the transportation networks around the 
country. During a debate on the floor just a few years prior to Phelps’ speech, Democratic 
Senator William Smith of South Carolina claimed, “It will do for gentlemen to talk about and 
make capital of; but the idea of building a road with the aid of the Federal Government, is to me 
an absurdity.”4 This fundamental disagreement impeded the nation builders from moving 
forward with their vision for years. 
In 1862, however, during a unique moment in history, the Republicans of the 37th 
Congress received an outright majority after eleven states seceded to form the Confederacy. It 
was only then, with the nation’s future in question, that the remaining Representatives passed a 
bill to fund the Transcontinental Railroad. It was an unusual set of circumstances, but the debate 
helped to serve as a blueprint for future questions regarding government investment. The vision 
set forward by Republicans in the 37th Congress created lasting and impactful infrastructure that 
changed the American landscape and shifted the public’s expectation of the state. Soon enough, 
as immigration to urban areas increased, the onus was placed on cities and states around the 
country to create their own vision of growth.  
In the 150 years following the original debate, the importance of transportation 
infrastructure and the necessity of visioning a plan for the future has continued to be essential to 
growth. Particularly in urban areas, finding the most effective means of transporting people and 
goods is a top priority, which is why transportation networks are often referred to as the 
“lifeblood” of cities.5 As cities grow, the ability to effectively plan and complete these networks 
                                               
3 Ibid.  
4 Congressional Globe, 1857, 35th Congress, 1st session, 352. 
5 Vukan Vuchic, Transportation for Livable Cities (Milton: Taylor and Francis, 1997), 24.  
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becomes increasingly difficult, but it also becomes all the more necessary. Providing well- 
planned and sustainable transit systems will be paramount for successful cities of the future.6  
Of course, there is an economic impetus for efficient transportation networks: mobility is 
vital to the economy. But the role of transportation is multi-dimensional, with implications that 
reach beyond financial systems. Residents in cities with congestion experience longer journey 
times, increased risk of accidents, higher energy consumption, and worsening environmental 
issues.7 Naturally, along with most social ills plaguing society, the costs of these problems fall 
disproportionately on less advantaged citizens, and studies have shown that the lack of transit 
opportunities contributes to the increasing inequality in cities today.8  For this reason, 
transportation plays a social role in cities as well.  
 Addressing these problems is not easy. Infrastructure investments are almost always 
expensive, but that does not make confronting these issues any less important. Cities of the 
future cannot simply be economically efficient and prosperous; they must be centers of social 
cohesion that help to mitigate environmental problems while providing equal opportunities for 
citizens. This ideal future will not occur naturally - it is rare to come across a city with 
transportation infrastructure that can be lauded as comprehensive. Only with rigorous planning 
and clear visions will efficient transportation networks be developed. And only with a focus on 
sustainability - environmental, economic, and social - will cities be able to grow in ways that 
benefit all.   
                                               
6 While there has been debate around autonomous vehicles being the future of transportation, it is 
extremely unclear what the timeline or regulation looks like. In a 2018 MassINC poll, only 9% of 
respondents agreed with the statement: “Self-driving cars will largely replace public transportation like 
the MBTA. We don’t need to worry about making big investments in public transportation.” 
7 Arthur Cecil Pigou, The Economics of Welfare. (London: MacMillan, 1920). 
8 Helena Titheridge et. al, “Transport and Poverty,” University of College London Press, 2014, 5.  
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I contend that solving these problems in the long term is not viable if public officials only 
consider the cost-benefit analyses of potential solutions. Solely understanding a project through 
dollars and cents impedes cities from progressive and sustainable investments. Cost-benefit 
frameworks offer a perspective that can be useful to consider, but the most significant and lasting 
investments in the world’s great cities have typically not been constrained by these numbers.  
In this thesis, I look at specific public transit debates to help understand what creates 
opportunities for successful infrastructure. I explain how stakeholders and key forces that lie 
behind meaningful public investment have shifted over time, while others have stayed constant. 
Lastly, I conclude that the need for more visionary planning, along with political leadership, in 
the present day is more important than ever before. Using Boston’s proposed North South Rail 
Link as my primary case study, I will show how the debate over this key piece of infrastructure 
has shifted over time. Additionally, I will draw on other transit projects in Boston, including the 
first subway, the expansion of highways, and the Big Dig, to emphasize how the local and 
national political climates inform transit debates. This story integrates political forces, economic 
policy, urban planning strategies, and media coverage, while shedding light on how Boston has 
ended up in its current state of congestion. 
 
What is the proposed North South Rail Link? 
The North South Rail Link (NSRL) is a plan to connect the two major train terminals in 
Boston with an underground tunnel just over a mile in length, running beneath the city center. 
This plan was pursued by both private interests and politicians in the early 1900s to negate the 
inefficiencies caused by having two major stations in the same city. North Station and South 
Station, each built by different investors that did not communicate beforehand, lie exactly 1.2 
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miles apart with no tracks connecting them. For the past 100 years, as Boston has grown into the 
city that it is today, this missing link has been a glaring flaw in a city that serves as a regional 
hub.  
In Boston’s current state, North Station serves as the end of the line for any train running 
north of the city. South Station serves as the end of the line for any train running from the south. 
For commuter trains, as well as regional lines such as Amtrak, this means that a visitor, or 
commuter, is only able to easily access half of the city. The result is a fragmented region with 
huge inefficiencies, forcing workers and employers to find other ways of accessing their 
destination. For many commuters, the only option is driving. This contributes to the highway 
congestion that plagues greater Boston and creates an unequal distribution of economic access. 
The rail infrastructure that has serviced the entire region for over a century- including well 
trafficked lines that run to New Hampshire, Maine, Connecticut, and New York - falls far short 
of reaching its potential.  
Proponents claim the NSRL is an essential piece to achieve a sustainable and effective 
regional transportation network, but it would likely cost over $3 billion. Despite being defeated 
time and time again, the idea has persisted, and has garnered an impressive amount of support 
over the past two years. Over the past century, the players in the debate have shifted, media 
coverage has fluctuated, and the sentiment of Boston residents has changed. This case study 
gives insight into some of the most pertinent questions that cities face today. What does it take to 
create impactful infrastructure projects? How have visionary political leaders pushed for projects 
with high upfront costs but long-term use value in the past? How do these events inform the 




The Growth Machine 
The city, Robert Park once wrote, “is man's most consistent and on the whole, his most 
successful attempt to remake the world he lives in more after his heart's desire.”9 Park, who 
conceived of the idea of urban ecology, believed that the formation of communities in urban 
areas reflected the processes of plant and animal habitats. His idea, along with those working in 
the Chicago School, was that natural competition occurring in cities, not dissimilar from the idea 
of the invisible hand, would help ensure that each organism ends up in its ‘optimal’ location: 
“The process results in the regulation of numbers, the distribution of vocations, putting every 
individual and every race into the particular niche where it will meet the least competition and 
contribute most to the life of the community.”10 This framework, entrenched in the idea that the 
free market shapes our cities for the best, served as a popular viewpoint for many years. But in 
recent decades, it has become increasingly clear (and recognized) that the ecology framework 
ignores many underlying factors affecting city and regional growth. Understanding where the 
power lies, who wields it, and how it is utilized has massive implications for the form a city will 
take.  
 John Logan and Harvey Molotch do not see such a natural creation of urban form. Urban 
Fortunes, a comprehensive and groundbreaking look at the way cities are built, introduces the 
idea of cities as a Growth Machine. Like Park, they see a natural interaction occurring in cities, 
but they do not see this as inherently positive: “Indeed, people literally conspire (breathe 
together) as they try to arrange the city to fulfill their ambitions. Public benefit can happen too, 
but it is never to be taken for granted.”11 These people with unique ambitions- individual actors 
with selfish interests - can be understood through two groups (broadly speaking): those searching 
                                               
9 David Harvey, “The Right to the City,” New Left Review, October 2008, 53.  
10 Robert Park, Human communities; The City and Human Ecology (New York: Free Press), 161.  
11 Logan and Molotch, vii.  
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for exchange value and those searching for use value.12 While exchange value is the amount 
something is worth (or the monetary value that can be extracted from it), use value is the intrinsic 
value to the citizens who call the city home (and often lacks an easy form of measurement).  
The authors explore the conflict between these two ideas of value, which lead to an 
understanding of the “political dynamics of cities and regions” and help to uncover “how 
inequalities in and between places are established and maintained.”13 The powerful forces in 
cities, perennially in pursuit of higher exchange values, are a part of what Logan and Molotch 
deem the Growth Machine, which “...takes a toll on use values - how well people live.” They 
note, “When those in control are preoccupied with exchange value goals, the likelihood of 
success on other fronts is greatly diminished.”14 Those searching for exchange values nearly 
always get their way, which is what diminishes the chance that cities reflect the needs and 
desires of the majority. This is not to say the Growth Machine is inevitable: residents and 
organizers can fight back. But Logan and Molotch emphasize: “Governments Matter.”15 The lens 
through which local agencies view their responsibility to the public can have a significant impact 
on the outcome of the urban form. 
Logan and Molotch propose that distributive effects of urban projects are vital to 
consider: the effect on quality of life and access to jobs, housing, and other resources for 
different people (by neighborhood, by ethnicity, by social class) should be key components of 
                                               
12 Logan and Molotch cite Marx with the original formulation of the distinction between use and 
exchange values but note the differences between their framework and a strictly Marxian view of cities. 
The authors attempt to “view location as a fundamental material attribute of human activity but recognize 
that location is socially produced.” A focus on the local - and the multitude of actors involved - help them 
to build upon the idea of urban form as simply a result of class conflict.  
13 Urban Fortunes, 2.  
14 Ibid, xi. 
15 Ibid, 147.  
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any project.16 But it is difficult to account for the distributive, long term effects of an investment 
in public transit. How is a more well-connected, equitable, and environmentally stable city 
measured? The answers to these questions can become secondary considerations, especially 
when the use value of a project is not the focus. Typically, exchange value is prioritized, which 
limits the potential of projects that emphasize the impact on use value. Public transportation, a 
good that is entirely about use value, will struggle in any city when this dynamic occurs.  
 Much of this is due to the cost-benefit analysis framework that is commonly used when 
assessing projects. In recent years, some economists have highlighted what is captured by this 
framework - and what is left out. It is clear, when understanding how most government agencies 
view funding projects, that the bottom line is the most important component. The cost-benefit 
framework has become the most widely used for measuring the effectiveness of investment. But 
the model makes assumptions that dollars and cents can capture a societal good. In an effective 
critique of this assumption, environmental economist Frank Ackerman provides a series of 
reasons why the logic of maximizing monetary benefits and minimizing costs falls short of 
encapsulating the needs of society. This includes, for example, “pricing the priceless” and 
distorting the future. Attempting to assign a dollar value to things that cannot be quantified, and 
miscalculating values that will be gained or lost years down the road, respectively.17  
Furthermore, the cost-benefit approach is unable to capture the intangibles of an equitable 
society, as was noted in a 2014 British transportation review that emphasized a social justice 
approach to planning:  
“Collectivist approaches are based on principles of equality, fraternity and freedom, which 
translate into a search for equity of outcomes. It is not easy to translate these doctrines into policy 
                                               
16 Ibid, xxi.  
17 Frank Ackerman, “Critique of Cost-Benefit Analysis, and Alternative Approaches to Decision-
Making,” A report to Friends of the Earth, January 2008.   
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and objective measures of the deserving or needy. The dominant mode of decision making within 
transport planning (based on rational man, quantitative, and utility maximizing approaches) may 
act as a hindrance to social justice within transport. In this context, current modelling and 
appraisal systems tend to reinforce the status quo.”18  
There have been many critiques of simple cost-benefit ratios and the way they are utilized to 
address problems facing cities. It is easiest to understand this by looking at social issues or 
distribution impacts. These impacts can only truly be measured qualitatively and are therefore 
excluded in cost-benefit analyses. Removing any impacts that can only be measured qualitatively 
seems preposterous, but by treating them as secondary considerations and excluding them from 
the primary mode of analysis, that is effectively what happens. While there have been attempts to 
measure some of these effects quantitatively, there is no agreement between economists that 
these are compelling modes of measurement.19 The lack of consensus makes it easier to leave 
those considerations outside of the analysis. In the following chapter, I will show how Boston 
built its first subway, a project that was reliant on the belief that the future of the city was more 










                                               
18 Titheridge et. al, 5.  
19 See Bocarejo and Oviedo, 2012 for more on measuring social equity through stated preferences.  
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Chapter II: “The Cost Must Be Great” 
 
In the early 1890s, downtown Boston had a serious congestion problem. The population 
of the city and the surrounding suburbs had exploded since the middle of the century, and since 
streetcars had not yet been electrified, the growing population relied on nearly 8,000 horses to 
meet their transportation needs each day.20 This left the streets in complete mayhem. The layout 
of the city was already centuries old at that point and lacked sensible planning to accommodate 
the rapid growth. The New York Times noted Boston’s inferiority an 1892 article regarding 
public transit: “Everybody who has studied the history of the town is aware that its early streets 
were constructed along the lines of the cowpaths that wound their serpentine ways among the 
three hills and the intervening valleys.”21 The city certainly reflected this antiquity: Tremont 
street, for example, ranged from 33 to 62 feet wide as it cut through the highly congested 
business district.22 There was broad agreement that a solution to mitigate the congestion was 
necessary, but it was unclear what form this solution would take. The plans for an elevated rail, 
proposed as early as 1881, were deemed too expensive.23 It wasn't until a decade later, when 
conditions downtown were close to unimaginable, that considerable progress was made in the 
movement towards better transportation. 
 Until 1891, private interests drove the development of mass transit. While there were 
several companies established in the city with tracks and trolley routes, a few especially 
powerful owners had massive control over transit in the area. Just three years after founding the 
                                               
20 Steven Puleo, A City So Grand: The Rise of an American Metropolis, Boston 1850-1900 (Boston: 
Beacon, 2011), 218.  
21 "Boston rapid transit," New York Times, April 6, 1892, 10.  
22 “Letter to the editor: Question of rapid transit," Boston Herald, February 13, 1893, 5. 
23 Committees Massachusetts General Court, Hearing in the matter of the elevated railroad, opening 
argument and evidence on the petition of Joe V. Meigs et al., 1881. 
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West End Street Railroad Company in 1888, industrialist Henry Whitney managed to consolidate 
five separate companies, giving him ownership of over 200 miles of tracks in the city. His 
immense merger efforts were not without controversy, but he made a compelling case for an 
efficient system. This merger, he claimed, was for the benefit of the people. “I believe this 
company is destined to play a very important part in the lives of this whole community,” he said 
after the consolidation. “We believe that we can do something for the comfort and happiness of 
these people that we could not do as individual corporations, and I am deeply sensible of the 
responsibility which rests upon us to do it.”24 His message was well-received: private companies 
had successfully provided transportation for the residents of the Boston area in the past. 
However, as Boston continued growing, it became clear that streetcars alone would not solve the 
congestion problem. During rush hour, the streetcars would inch along, literally bumper to 
bumper, for over a mile in the center of Boston. Because of the partial monopoly over the 
streetcar network, West End Street saw huge profits and consistently high returns for its 
investors. While his initial message had called for comfort and happiness, Whitney was not 
beholden to this promise, and he was able to rake in the profits as congestion continued.  
It became clear that a larger scale solution was necessary, and while the transit companies 
had provided consistent growth in the network of streetcars, larger projects such as elevated rail 
lines and subways were not seen as profitable endeavors. Whitney refused to pursue these 
ventures given the risk that such a large project posed. This dilemma was evident to Nathan 
Matthews and his election as mayor in 1891 marked an important moment for the future of 
public transit in the city.   
Matthews entered office with a straightforward message: clear up the congestion and 
ensure that all residents of Boston had comprehensive access to the city center. In his inaugural 
                                               
24 Louis P. Hager, “History of West End Street Railroad Company,” (Self-Published, 1892),  29.  
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address, Matthews emphasized the need to reclaim the streets of Boston from Whitney and put 
the power back in the hands of elected officials.25 “I believe the city government should grapple 
with this problem, rather than leave the matter entirely to the interest and action of private 
interests,” Matthews said in the address.26 He understood the limits of private investment, and 
emphasized the need for a government that could look for solutions to the city’s problems in a 
representative fashion. His zeal for public investment in transportation gave him unbridled 
determination to solve the congestion predicament. 
Nathan Matthews was a public entrepreneur, undeterred by naysayers.27 His first step 
towards a better transit system was requesting that a transit commission be formed to investigate 
the problem and offer a solution. The commission would be focused on solutions that catered to 
citizens, not simply the profitability of the transportation sector. “The main need of Boston,’ 
Matthews proclaimed in the address, ‘is greater powers of self government.”28 Within his first 
year, Matthews assembled the Rapid Transit Commission, and after 10 months of extensive 
research, they presented their findings to the City Council and the Governor on April 5th, 1892.   
The Commission set far-reaching goals for the future of transit in the city in a 250 page 
report. The report included detailed descriptions of the commission's findings, as well as building 
plans, budgets, and projected outcomes for a number of projects. Furthermore, the report 
proposed a subway that would relieve the city center from congestion; a plan completed only in 
London, Budapest, and Glasgow.29 The commission went to great lengths to defend its findings 
                                               
25 Doug Most, “The Race Underground,” (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2014), 55.  
26 “Mayor Matthew’s Address,” Boston Globe, Jan 6 , 1891. 
27 Kenneth Shepsle and Mark Bonchek define a public entrepreneur as an elected official who “...sees a 
prospective cooperation dividend that is not currently being enjoyed...” and is willing to take a political 
risk to pursue it - which is a vital component of nearly all successful public good projects. See Shepsle 
and Bonchek (1997) p. 245-246.  
28 “Mayor Matthew’s Address,” Boston Globe, Jan 6 , 1891.  
29 Puleo, 226.  
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by predicting opposition and making convincing counter arguments. They acknowledged the 
implementation would be difficult, but they explained in the report the long term impacts their 
plan - and specifically the subway - would have. The joint report ended in this profound 
summary: 
We have sought a cure which, if radical, is yet permanent and thorough and complete. If others 
complain that its cost is intolerable, we answer that delay will not diminish it. Such as it is, it must 
stand or fall upon its merits or demerits as a whole, after a fair canvass. For ourselves, we do not 
desire to deprecate criticism, nor to shun the most searching scrutiny. The problem is exceedingly 
important; upon its solution depends the future of Boston and its suburbs; and it deserves 
deliberate and careful treatment. We frankly admit that the cost must be very great; but we are 
satisfied that no really effectual remedy can be had for much less, and we believe that the financial 
difficulties are not insuperable...The plan which we submit may be too onerous to be taken in hand 
at once, or it may be deemed wiser to proceed step by step and piecemeal; but we are convinced 
that if anything is to be attempted the work should be done upon some far-reaching and well-
digested plan, and with a steadfast adherence to a fixed course and definite policy. If anything is to 
be undertaken, let it be ample and thorough and complete in its kind. Short of that, it were wiser to 




Nathan Matthews, Jr. 
John Quincy Adams. 
Chester W. Kingsley.  
Osborne Howes, Jr. 
Henry L. Higginson. 
James B. Richardson. 
John E. Fitzgerald. 
William Jackson.30 
 
The report struck a chord with many of the representatives from around the Boston area. It 
effectively proposed a long-term solution to a problem ailing so many Boston residents. The 
                                               
30 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, 1892. Report of the Rapid transit commission to the 
Massachusetts legislature: April 5, 1892, 105-106. 
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message from the Commission was clear: the undertaking would be well worth the time and 
resources put in.  
 However, a well written report could only do so much. There was still substantial 
resistance to the subway and the other ideas laid out in the report. There was resistance from 
businessmen: a petition stating opposition towards tearing up the streets during construction of 
the subway gathered over 12,000 signatures after the report was published.31 There was 
resistance from religious folk who thought that going underground was going closer to the devil 
and the air would be unsafe to breathe.32 Lastly, people were concerned that the subway would 
encroach on the Boston Common, a sacred part of the city that no one wanted touched.33 The 
debate dragged on. After over a year of hearing arguments from both sides, Matthews made his 
case in front of the Commission. In it, he addressed every argument that had garnered a 
following and attempted to dispel beliefs that a subway would do anything but help the city in 
the long run. Matthew’s promised that the Common would remain intact and explained to the 
businessmen that clearing up congestion would help them in the long run. The Boston Globe, 
which printed 6 pages of his entire remarks, ran the headline: “Now the Time: People Want 
Action on Public Transit, Nothing More Gained By Delay.”34 When it went to a popular vote 
only a few months later, the margin of victory was razor thin.35 Those who voted ‘no’ expressed 
concerns of the unknown, and claimed that since just under 30,000 people voted (a relatively 
small percentage of Boston residents), there should be a revote.36 But Mayor Matthews was 
                                               
31 “Against Subway: Merchants League is Solidly Arrayed,” Boston Globe, 30 April, 1894.  
32 This was an argument that gained traction around the city. The pastor of the Park Street Church called 
the subway "an infernal hole" and "an un-Christian outrage," claiming the devil was behind the plan. (See 
Clarke and Cummings, 1997). 
33 Most, 150.  
34 “Now The Time,” Boston Globe, April 6, 1894.  
35 “Rapid Transit In Boston,” Boston Globe, July 25, 1894.  
36 Ibid.  
 
17 
already moving forward with the plan. After years of debate, Boston was making progress 
towards a modern transit system.  
 
The growth of public transit 
It was not until three years later, after the Tremont Subway had opened to the public, that 
the investment in technology proved popular among Bostonians. While there were a few delays 
during construction, including a gas explosion that killed 10 people, the pessimists were nowhere 
to be found on September 1st, 1897. Swarms of people gathered at 6:00am to watch the first train 
make its way underground, which the Boston Globe excitedly reported as the “First Car Off the 
Earth,” even though Boston was only the first city in America to complete the subway. Between 
200,000 and 250,000 people rode the subway on its first day to experience the “...ease and speed 
with which hitherto snaillike trolleys now glide through the underground passage.”37 It was a 
remarkable and exciting day for Bostonians. 
The progressive advance in transit commanded respect. The New York Times, unusually 
positive, wrote an article commending the achievement: “That so conservative a town should 
happen to be the pioneer in adopting [a subway] is viewed as remarkable.”38 In just over five 
years, Boston had gone from the city known for its windy streets and overbearing congestion, to 
touting America’s first subway. With creative planning and efficient public investment by 
elected officials, Boston had solved one of its most persistent problems.   
The completion of the subway set a precedent for what public transit could look like in 
other cities across the country at the turn of the 20th century. On the day it opened, a Boston 
Globe journalist excitedly claimed, “Boston’s experiment in subway construction has been 
                                               
37 “Every Car Crowded,” Boston Globe, September 2, 1897.  
38 “Boston’s impending Opening of America’s First Subway,” New York Times, August 15, 1897.   
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watched with a great deal of interest elsewhere. Its success will mean setting the pace for Greater 
Gotham, not to mention many smaller cities in our land.”39 The city reveled in the fact that it was 
creating a legacy of bold investments. The pride from the commission’s first undertaking quickly 
led to additional projects. 
 South Station was one such project. In perhaps the second most significant transit project 
of the decade, Mayor Matthew’s successor, Josiah P. Quincy, urged the New Haven Rail and 
Boston & Albany companies to consolidate their separate terminals into one station. There were 
major inefficiencies in having separate depots in the same area, and with Quincy’s prodding, the 
companies worked together to solve them. Along with a few affiliate companies, New Haven and 
B&A replaced four separate depots with what would soon become the most trafficked station in 
the world. The grand station covered 35 acres and had 28 separate tracks for incoming trains.40 
The consolidation helped streamline arriving trains and clear up much of the unnecessary space 
being used for track storage by the individual companies around the city. But the station was not 
only efficient. It was the largest station in the world when it opened, towering 135 feet above the 
busy streets and stretching over 850 feet across multiple blocks.41 The stunning neoclassical 
architecture made it one of Boston’s most prominent structures. In an address following the 
completion of South Station in 1899, Mayor Quincy remarked, “South Station will be a source of 
pride to its citizens, an object of admiration to strangers… Narrow-minded men would not have 
been able to comprehend the problem, timid men would not have dared to assume the necessary 
responsibilities. It is because those connected with this enterprise were types of New England 
character...that this station stands here today.”42  
                                               
39 “Now for the Subway,” Boston Globe, September 1, 1897.  
40 Kevin J. Holland, Classic American Railroad Terminals (Boston: MBI Publishing, 2001), 30.  
41 Puelo, 254.  
42 “South Station Opens,” Boston Herald, January 10, 1899.  
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In the following years, Boston continued to add to the network of mass transit, including 
three additional tunnels that took passengers closer to the suburbs without interfering with above 
ground infrastructure. A decade after South Station’s completion, Boston’s public transit system 
was thriving - so much so that the owners of South Station began to worry about the station’s 
capacity. They looked for solutions, including underground storage or a tunnel to solve this 
impending problem. The dilemma was that South Station was a terminus, so trains were unable 
continue through which slowed down the entire station. If this problem could be mitigated, the 
station’s capacity would be greatly expanded.  
Furthermore, by 1910, North Station and South Station were two of the busiest hubs in 
the country, but they still lacked an easy connection. Only by leaving the station and taking the 
Atlantic Avenue Elevated Line could one travel between them.43 Without a connection, trains 
were not able to continue through the city, making it difficult for any company to efficiently run 
trains both north and south of Boston. But given the privatized nature of transportation, it was 
unclear who would take the lead on such a project.  
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“Approach tracks and train shed of South Station in Boston, Massachusetts in 1904", Detroit Photographic Co. 




Making the connection 
In 1910, New Haven Railroad president Timothy Byrnes sat at the back of a meeting 
between the members of the Legislative Committee on Metropolitan Affairs. He had asked for a 
chance to speak, but after a while he did not think he would be offered the opportunity. As he put 
on his jacket and headed for the door, a voice called out, asking if he no longer desired to express 
his views.44 He made his way to the front, carrying prepared remarks, and got straight to the 
point. “The railroads wish for a tunnel,” Byrnes said, “...and if the city will pay for the land 
damages for the proposed street the railroads would be willing to build the [tunnel] and pay the 
city $2,000,000 for the subsurface rights.”45 The proposed street, which the Committee had 
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already recommended as an above ground connection in the city, posed an opportunity for the 
company and the city to work together.  
The New Haven Railroad Company had a vested interest at this point: the company was 
in the process of a merger with a railroad in Maine, so the link would enable maximum 
efficiency for their lines.46 Its investors saw potential in the Northeast Corridor and were ready to 
provide capital to see a connection. Byrnes continued to explain to the committee what the plan 
would entail before noting that the railroad would be willing to pay for the entire tunnel; a cost 
estimated at $16 million.47 Furthermore, he explained why the company jumped at the 
opportunity: “There is very little trade between northern and southern New England, and we 
hope to move much of the freight.”48 This was well-received by the committee who agreed there 
was “great need” for a better connection, but Byrnes was carefully diplomatic. “We are ready to 
go on with this project,” he said, “but we don't want to push it at the expense of anybody’s 
feelings. We simply want to see the freest interchange of traffic between the north and south 
districts.”49  
While Byrnes spent ample time lobbying legislators, he also worked to build a coalition 
of businessmen. A few days after meeting with the Metropolitan committee, he told the Boston 
Credit Men’s Association, “I do not believe the way to make Boston bigger and busier is to make 
it hard to get into, hard to get out of, and hard to get through.”50 His advocacy emphasized that 
this connection would be beneficial to all. He continued, “These interests are your interests...we 
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want to help you develop New England’s commercial possibilities.”51 This intense push for the 
tunnel plan showed the potential - at least from the private sector’s point of view - for a link in 
Boston.  
The support from New Haven Railroad, however, only lasted so long. The company - 
whose main investor was J.P Morgan -  was charged for conspiracy to monopolize interstate 
commerce in 1912.52 The trust suit filed against them accused the company of owning “...an 
illegal monopoly of practically all the transportation avenues that penetrate New England.”53 
This included nine out of 10 railroads, 22 of the 30 boat lines, and almost all of the trolleys in the 
region.54 There had been resentment towards big industry, especially the railroads, since the late 
19th century. The passage of the Sherman Act in 1890 gave the courts unprecedented power to 
regulate industry and the first decade of the 20th century saw a series of decisions blocking 
private expansion. In this particular case, Judge Louis Brandeis, who was already considered a 
top lawyer in the fight against corporate consolidation (particularly in the transportation industry) 
led the fight against New Haven Railroad.55 Since New Haven Railroad was the largest company 
in Boston with a stake in transportation, this turn of events stalled the tunnel’s undertaking.  
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Map of proposed railroad tunnels in downtown Boston (October, 1914) 
Boston Public library, Accessed from http://northsouthraillink.org  
 
In the years after New Haven’s suit, the Boston City Planning Board acknowledged in a 
report the weakness of the current system and its “...failure to deliver passengers from opposite 
sides of the city to their destinations in the business districts.”56 Furthermore, while Boston had 
undertaken many public-private partnerships in forging its renowned transit system, elected 
officials began to think that such a vital link in the city would be better off if the city was in 
control. They wanted to ensure that planning was handled with the proper benefits in mind.57 The 
Planning Board fully realized the problem that New Haven Railroad wanted to solve, which they 
referred to as “a terminal problem.”58 But it was a problem they wanted to mitigate for the sake 
of the public, not simply for the fulfillment of a monopoly.  
In their report, the Boston City Planning Board made it clear that a private entity 
controlling such a vital piece of infrastructure was risky: “Past experience in many states leads to 
the fear that any terminal corporation which might be created to take over all existing 
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transportation properties in metropolitan Boston would be of such tremendous importance as to 
overshadow the state.”59 While acknowledging that private corporations would greatly assist the 
project’s completion, the Board questioned whether the motives would become skewed. “[It is 
unclear] if it would be wise to allow a private profit to be made out of a service of such crucial 
importance to the community,” the report stated.60 The Board knew the link was necessary, but 
they did not trust a corporation to take on such an important task.  
Instead, the Board made a case for public funding, which explained that this project was 
part of a larger vision for the city. The project would not simply be for the derivation of profit, 
but to help build a comprehensive transit system for citizens to utilize: 
“The only hope of any substantial and effective immediate relief [from congestion] is by a 
thorough and fundamental consideration of the whole Metropolitan transportation problem. We 
are too much in the habit of thinking in terms of details; we need broad and courageous planning 
of great things, such as resulted in the construction by the city of Boston of the first of those 
subways which are proving the solution of the transit problem in great cities.”61  
 
This message, however, was only a recommendation. The Board was responsible for 
addressing the needs of the city, but their powers only went so far. Their final proposal was to 
hold a referendum and let the public decide.  
But the vote would never come to fruition. In House Bill No. 382, the Massachusetts 
Legislature called on the Rapid Transit Commission, still going strong over 20 years after it was 
founded by Mayor Matthews, to study the costs and benefits the link.62 In their 1914 report, the 
Commission laid out their findings, expressing disappointment: the costs were much greater than 
they had originally thought.63 Since construction would be done by the city, it would need to 
invoke eminent domain over the elevated rail (owned by Boston Elevated Railway Co.) and pay 
                                               
59 Ibid, 9.  
60 Ibid.  
61 “Ownership By State Urged,” Boston Globe, Oct 21, 1914.  
62 Massachusetts House of Representatives, Bill No. 382, 1913.   
63 Rapid Transit Commission, Twentieth Annual Report. June 30, 1914, 76.  
 
25 
damages for doing so.64 Additionally, the building of the tunnel would include the destruction of 
property along the route, and there would have to be damages paid for that as well.  All told, the 
new cost estimate for the project would be $8,920,500.65  
After laying out the costs, the Commission also explained the benefits, breaking them 
down into three parts: “First, from increased value of land now used which would be released or 
made more valuable; second, by the increase in real estate values and tax returns; third, by 
betterment assessments imposed upon abutting property.”66 However, the benefits were 
summarized in less than a paragraph, while the costs had taken two pages plus a series of charts 
to explain. The Commission, while recognizing that subways were preferable, did not see the 
undertaking as worthwhile. They recognized that the benefits were great but could not justify 
such a large expense.67 While the idea had peaked the Legislature’s interest, the points put 
forward by the Rapid Transit Commission outweighed the wishes of the Boston City Planning 
Board.  
 
This would be the first of many arguments against the North South Rail Link that would 
emphasize the bottom line and gloss over the numerous benefits. And since private interests were 
no longer involved to push for such an expensive undertaking, it would be a long time before 
Boston would even debate the topic as a legitimate idea. Cars were about to take over the 
landscape and the next decade saw the beginning of the end for the public transit boom. While 
Boston had begun the 20th century with massive investment, it faded almost completely by the 
1930s. World War I was the last hurrah for mass transportation, as Boston served as one of the 
busiest hubs during the war. But by the time war ended, there was already a societal shift 
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towards the automobile. The post war economic boom and the decreasing cost of the Model T 
made cars affordable for the average American: in 1909, Ford sold 4,192 vehicles. In 1920, it 
sold 1.9 million.68 This increase in car ownership did not at first mean a decrease in transit for 
the nation's largest cities, and Boston still boasted one of the highest rates of trips by transit at the 
end of the 1920s (76%).69 But ridership could only last so long without continued investment. 
The excitement over car ownership replaced the excitement towards recent technology in 
subways that had been widespread only a few decades prior. These factors combined to make the 
decline of transit almost inevitable, and the automobile began its reign of dominance over the 














                                               
68 Sean Cashman, “America Ascendant: From Theodore Roosevelt to FDR in the Century of American 
Power, 1901-1945,” (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 54.  
69 David Jones, Mass Motorization and Mass Transit (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 54. 
 
27 
Chapter Three: A New Era for Transit 
 
Exactly 60 years after the first failure to establish the North South Rail Link, 
Massachusetts elected a pro transit governor with a passion for bringing sustainable 
transportation back to the Boston area. But in the time between 1914 and 1974, the entire 
landscape of American transportation had changed. By the time Michael Dukakis arrived in 
office in 1975, cities looked nothing like they had in the first quarter of the century and driving 
across the country took about one tenth of the time. In this chapter I will give an overview of the 
automobile’s effect on the American landscape and how it dramatically changed public 
investment, especially in Boston. I will outline legislation, heightened by war-time sentiments, 
that helped to cement the current transportation systems the country has in place today, before 
explaining how that very legislation set the stage for the anti-highway movement and Michael 
Dukakis’ governorship. It was during his second term that the NSRL was brought back to life, 
only to fail a second time. Understanding the rise of the automobile industry can help inform 
how public perception of government investment changed. The power dynamics shifted and 
federal funding took on a big role in shaping infrastructure on the urban level. It was only after 
decades of pursuing a car-centric vision that residents were successful in pushing for their idea of 
what a city should look like.  
 
“God’s Great Open Spaces” 
The popularization of automobiles in the first two decades of the twentieth century 
helped to create the perfect storm for rail transit across the country to begin a downwards spiral. 
The mass consumption of the Model T helped to create demand for roads, which created a larger 
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market for cars. In turn, this helped to generate political pressure to satisfy the demand. It was an 
unstoppable circle of growth. Suddenly, the automobile culture had transformed the 
government’s role in infrastructure investment. There were a mere 161,000 miles of surfaced 
roads in the country in 1905, much of which was provided by state and local governments. The 
total shot up to 521,000 miles in 1925 during a postwar boom when car ownership spiked. Power 
over roads went from local to state to federal government in a matter of years, and by the time 
New Deal programs had ended there were 1,721,000 miles across the country.70 While there had 
been an increase in local and state spending on roads in the early part of the century, the New 
Deal was the first time that the federal government became intimately involved with the building 
of roads and highways. The New Deal spread funding to a range of infrastructure projects - 
including a $77 million loan to help the Pennsylvania Railroad electrify its New York to 
Washington line - but most of the spending was on roads, airports, utilities, and national parks.71 
None of the funding went to urban rail or trolleys.  
 The government’s investment in highways reflected a shift in the public attitude towards 
transportation. The rise of the automobile forced the government’s hand: prior to the demand for 
roads, transportation such as railroads had been heavily supplied across the country by private 
companies. Now, it was up to the government to not only regulate transportation but provide 
most of the infrastructure for it. This transition occurred as railroads were declining, being 
charged for monopoly behavior, and becoming more and more obsolete. Progressives and 
reformers took advantage of the railroads weakening power - what had once been the most 
influential industry in the country - to advocate for a stronger government. Railroads had 
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dominated the political landscape for many years, but they were seen as abusing their power, and 
there was popular support for curbing it.72  
 Automobile companies jumped on this opportunity. They served as a symbol of freedom, 
and Henry Ford drew on this sentiment to popularize his brand: "I will build a car for the great 
multitude. It will be constructed of the best materials...but it will be so low in price that no man 
making a good salary will be unable to own one—and enjoy with his family the blessings of 
hours of pleasure in God’s great open spaces."73 This marketing worked extremely well as the 
country looked for an alternative to the dominant railroads, and the government was forced to 
take on a new role. Transportation infrastructure had become a personal right and a government 
responsibility.  
The investment in roads continued after the New Deal funding had dried up. On April 27, 
1939, President Roosevelt recommended that Congress consider action on, “[A] special system 
of direct interregional highways, with all necessary connections through and around cities, 
designed to meet the requirements of the national defense and the needs of a growing peacetime 
traffic of longer range.”74 Roosevelt's concern for wartime connection throughout the country - 
along with his vision for postwar America - helped to further the already well established 
highway system that had grown throughout the 30s. However, it was not until Dwight 
Eisenhower won the presidency that highways would be forever cemented as the backbone of the 
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American transportation system.75 In 1956, Congress authorized a new highway system with the 
help of President Eisenhower by passing the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act.  
The Act put an unprecedented $25 billion of federal funds towards super highways over 
10 years.76 The federal government had been increasing its investment for years, but this act 
fundamentally changed the way the government funded transportation projects. It was done in a 
sweeping gesture that would alter the landscape of the country forever. Eisenhower reflected on 
the Highway Act as his favorite domestic policy. In his memoir he wrote, “More than any single 
action by the government since the end of the war, this one would change the face of 
America...its impact on the American economy was beyond calculation.”77 This was a massive 
piece of legislation, extending the federal government’s reach into a vital aspect of every state’s 
transportation network. It was viewed as beneficial for everyone. As one journalist wrote, “To 
the motorist, the Interstate System will be a dream come true; to the Federal Government it will 
mean a correction of an Achilles heel in our defense.”78 However, the love of automobiles and 
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Disrupting the Urban Fabric 
The 1950s and 60s witnessed an unprecedented number of urban projects that were 
highly disruptive of the urban fabric.79 First, federal funding gave cities immense power to 
rebuild parts of the metropolitan area from scratch. Beginning with the Housing Act of 1949, the 
federal government would help pay for new housing in any area that was deemed a “slum,” 
making it extremely attractive for cities to simply get rid of any ‘questionable’ neighborhoods. 
This act had larger implications, serving as a symbolic undertaking to reshape urban policy.80 
Part of the Cold War strategy was to ‘win the war at home’ by promoting freedom through 
culture. ‘Slum clearance’ became a large part of this strategy: “Across the United States, the term 
came to be understood, by both its proponents and its critics, as symbolic of the way that 
planning and architecture were remaking the daily lives of city-dwellers.”81 Slum clearance put 
incredible power in the hands of a few powerful elites in each city, many of whom used the 
opportunity to push the Growth Machine to new levels.82 
Robert Moses, infamous for his destruction in New York city, did not mince words on the 
matter of city planning: “You can draw any kind of pictures you like on a clean slate, but when 
you operate in an overbuilt metropolis you have to hack your way with a meat ax.”83 Local 
governments ate up the funding, specifically targeting lower income neighborhoods and razing 
entire sections of the city so they could do with it what they pleased. Across the country, 
powerful actors such as Moses were literally clearing the way for private interests to swoop in 
and make a sizable profit. Suddenly emboldened by federal funding and legal power, these 
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people took full advantage of the moment to reshape the urban form in pursuit of higher rents 
and ‘modernization.’ The Highway Act helped further the trend of slum clearance, providing 
additional opportunities to continue the demolition of ‘unwanted’ parts of cities.  
This was especially true in Boston. In the 1950s, as former state Transportation Secretary 
and highway activist Fred Salvucci describes it, “There was a ‘you can't fight City Hall 
attitude.’”84 The concentrated power in Boston was often abused at the expense of lower class 
residents throughout the city.85 Many of the historic neighborhoods around the city were seen as 
relics of the past, too dirty and too dense for proper living. Clearing out these spaces to create 
‘bigger and better’ housing was the easiest and most profitable solution. If a neighborhood 
survived slum clearance, it could be bookmarked for demolition the following year when 
additional highway funding was received.  
The expansion of highways through urban areas left public transit almost completely 
dried up. Localities were more concerned with securing federal funding and expanding their road 
capacities than figuring out ways to keep transit systems above water: “Most American cities 
welcomed the state and federal funding for the metropolitan freeway construction that began to 
flow in the late 1950s, and they shied away from the more difficult tasks of rethinking how 
transit is financed and rationalizing how transit service is provided.”86 Since all of the wealthiest 
and most powerful interests in cities were in favor of this demolition, there was no need to justify 
the lack of transit.  
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The first Central Artery being built in Boston in the late 1950’s. The existing 
buildings in its path were demolished. Accessed from Boston Public Library, Print 
Department; photograph by Leslie Jones. 
 
Renewing a Vision of Public Transportation 
 This period in American history was extremely destructive to urban areas, harming 
especially immigrants and minorities, but the effects helped to spark a backlash of large scale 
activism across the country. By the late 60s, there was a realization that marginalized 
communities were at risk across the country and organizing began to form in response to the 
harmful projects. The poorest people in cities were being kicked out of their homes and given 
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only partial compensation; many of the immigrants being removed did not even speak English.87 
In Boston, the inner belt highway was proposed as part of the interstate highway system. The 
plan was drawn up so that it would pass through Jamaica Plain, Roxbury, the South End, 
Cambridge, Somerville, and East Boston.88 This was not the first proposal for a highway through 
the urban core, but it acted as a tipping point. Residents throughout the city joined to create a 
united and powerful force. The movement culminated with a yearlong battle in 1970, which 
ended when Republican Governor Frank Sargent went on television and announced a 
moratorium on all new highway construction within Route 128. It was a complete reversal of 
policy from Sargent, who was breaking from a trend set by previous administrations. This 
marked a turning point for the city of Boston: it was the first major victory for grassroots 
activists working to ensure the city would not prioritize another highway at the expense of its 
citizens. Sargent’s decision and the activism that spurred his speech were instrumental in the 
future of city planning. It was a new chapter for the future of mass transit around the country.89 
 Sargent’s decision was remarkable for a number of reasons. He was one of the first public 
officials in the country to admit that highways were not the future of cities. After helping secure 
funding and further the reach of the automobile for over a decade, he came to the conclusion that 
he was wrong all along. Additionally, by stopping the highway plans he was forfeiting over $700 
million90 in federal funding, alienating many powerful interests in Boston. Alan Altshuler, 
Sargent’s Transportation Secretary, explained the motivations behind this move: “This was not 
because Sargent thought that highways were declining in value in terms of economic 
development. In fact, the business community was furious about his decision to skimp on 
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highway investments. But Sargent believed in his decision, and hoped that gains in the 
environmental, minority, and generally anti-highway groups would offset the loss of business 
leaders.91 This was a quite simply an act of defiance. Sargent’s vision for the city - which was 
certainly shaped by the anti-highway activists that had been making waves - did not line up with 
the special interests that stood to profit from the status quo of slum clearance and additional 
highways. In pursuing a reversal of transportation policy, he was risking his political career.  
After announcing the moratorium, Sargent began aggressively advocating for federal 
legislation that would allow Massachusetts to receive funding for projects that aligned with his 
transit goals. There was precedent for giving funding to states which had cancelled projects in 
the past, and Sargent argued that the current state of Boston was not conducive to a new 
highway. There was funding set aside for Massachusetts’ highway proposal at the time, but with 
the help of Majority Leader Tip O'Neill, Massachusetts was able to help create the ‘interstate 
transfer’ provision of the Highway Act of 1973.92 Eventually, Massachusetts received $1.46 
billion in special grants for mass-transit investment. This act had a profound effect on the anti-
highway movement that was already gaining steam. Grassroots organizers had struggled to build 
enough support to stop local projects that could receive federal funding, since it was essentially 
turning down free money. The interstate transfer helped cities look for alternative projects and 
opened the door for federal funds to go towards public transit. In the quarter-century after 1973, 
federal Interstate Transfer grants totaling $6.83 billion were distributed to 23 metropolitan 
areas.93 In Boston, the funding helped to relocate the Orange line, provide the Orange and Blue 
lines with new equipment, and help refurbish the commuter-rail network. Instead of running a 
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highway through parts of Boston and killing public life that existed there, the government had 
improved the previously forgotten transit system.94  
Governor Francis W. Sargent addressed anti-highway activists in front of the State House. Accessed Boston Globe, 1969. 
 
Return of the Link 
 After laying the groundwork for the anti-highway movement, Boston was ready to 
continue the trend of investing in public transit. Although Sargent had been the champion of the 
first highway victory, the high unemployment rate and the massive debt provided an opening for 
a Democratic challenger. Touted as an honest and passionate politician who simply wanted to 
attack the problems he believed were ailing Massachusetts, Michael Dukakis was immediately 
well-received by voters.95 During the campaign, he was praised for his modest lifestyle and his 
frugality, which helped to back up his promise of fiscal responsibility.96 He had a great 
reputation for selflessness and promoting good government, as one Globe reporter noted: 
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“Dukakis is running because he wants to make the state function better, not because he wants the 
title of governor.”97  
 After he won, Dukakis named Frederick Salvucci as his transportation secretary. They 
had met while they were fighting the inner belt proposal, and Dukakis knew that Salvucci was a 
pro-transit engineer with comprehensive projects up his sleeve. The pieces were in place for 
transit in Boston to make a big comeback. However, the first large scale project Salvucci 
proposed was an outline of what would later be named the Big Dig. Dukakis was understandably 
skepticism: he just won the election as a frugal candidate and a promoter of public transit. 
Salvucci’s proposal was a massive highway project. However, the key feature in the plan that 
helped to bring Dukakis on board was a double rail connecting North Station and South Station. 
The North South Rail Link was revived, but only as a piece of the much larger Central Artery 
Project.  
The first step for Dukakis and Salvucci before even announcing the project was to test the 
waters. Dukakis wanted to be certain no one thought the administration was simply proposing 
another highway project.98 Salvucci aligned the business community, the environmentalists, the 
North Boston residents (who would have a tunnel dug under their neighborhood), and the entire 
Massachusetts delegation in D.C. in a matter of months.99 His ability to build such a strong 
coalition took savvy political skills that allowed him to navigate such different interests. But in 
doing so, the project shifted. To get the business community on board, Salvucci needed to 
combine the project with another proposal that put a tunnel from Logan Airport to the middle of 
downtown Boston. Then, he needed to go back to the residents of East Boston and promise them 
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the tunnel would not surface in their neighborhood and that Logan would not be expanding.100 
The NSRL played a key role in bringing the environmentalists on board. Additionally, there was 
still a segment of the population that was riding the anti-highway movement, and by putting the 
rail link in the project, he showed that this was not simply about cars.  
When Dukakis officially announced the project, he was clear about the intentions: “We 
will not bulldoze neighborhoods. We will not take one person’s home. We will not make people 
so unsure about the future that they are afraid to fix the roof because they don’t know if the state 
will show up tomorrow and take their home.”101 The administration had aligned the right people 
and the future of the project looked very promising. Securing the funding, however, was more 
difficult than they expected.  
 
Massachusetts DPW, Courtesy MIT Library. Accessed from Northsouthraillink.org 
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Securing Federal Funding 
 Since the early 1930’s, the federal government's role in funding transit projects had 
grown rapidly. While the middle of the century saw massive investments in the highway system, 
the 1970s served as a turning point. First, there was the Federal Highway Act of 1973, greatly 
influenced by Massachusetts Secretary of Transportation Alan Altshuler, that allowed for the 
allocation of highway funding to go towards mass transit projects at up to an 80% match.102 The 
following year, the National Mass Transportation Assistance Act of 1974 was passed, which 
allocated additional funding to help cities with large-scale mass transit projects. This trend 
continued until the 1980s, when the Reagan Administration began to cut the funding.103 This 
slowed the ability of cities and states, just recently given the power to grow their transit systems 
through federal funding, to pursue the progressive transportation policies that the 1970s had 
provided. It also meant the second death of the North South Rail Link.  
 The fate of this plan - originally pursued by the New Haven Rail monopoly, then by the 
City of Boston, then by Massachusetts - had landed in the lap of the Reagan Administration. 
When Dukakis came back to office in 1983 after being pushed out for one term by Democratic 
challenger Ed King, the Reagan Administration made it clear that they would veto the funding 
for the Central Artery Project.104 Reagan had campaigned on cutting government spending, so 
when he saw Democratic representatives from Massachusetts trying to grab from the pork barrel 
to fund a transit project in Boston, his administration said it would not fund a ‘beautification 
project.’ Salvucci and Dukakis went back to the drawing board: what surfaced was a Central 
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Artery with more highway lanes underground, pushing out any room for a rail link.105 While the 
link had been a critical component to begin with, the funding was still seen as a win-win 
situation, since Massachusetts was supposed to put next-to no-tax dollars towards the project, 
and the construction would all be underground. So while the mass transit component was stalled, 
the business community, the developers in downtown Boston, the construction and highway 
unions, all stood to make massive gains. The project was now officially a highway project and 
the Growth Machine was fully on board.  
 Residents, however, were not so sure. By the middle of the 1980s, after the project had 
been stalled for nearly a decade, it became clear that community members were having second 
thoughts. A 1984 Globe article presenting the findings from a new poll showed that residents' 
attitudes had changed dramatically in the span of a few years.106  "This is an issue of 
neighborhood rights," said a local resident, who along with others advocated for improving mass 
transit to fix the problems that the artery was attempting to solve.107 But there had been too much 
time and money spent simply getting the plan together to back down now. In response to the 
activists who concerned about transit, empty promises were made. A coalition led by the 
Conservation Law Foundation even sued to ensure several improvements, including new stations 
and cars, a Blue line connection and several other extensions.108 Many of these never came to 
fruition and the Silver Line, an additional transit project wrapped in with the Central Artery, was 
drastically downgraded from a light rail project to a bus route.  
By now, all the powerful people in Boston were on board with the project, but it still took 
incredible effort to secure the funding. Even with Tip O'Neill as Speaker of the House, massive 
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amounts of lobbying to were necessary to make it a bipartisan bill. Salvucci enlisted 
businessmen in Boston who were donors to the Republican party to vouch for the project. He got 
members of the Massachusetts delegation to trade favors with their colleagues.109 When 
Reagan’s veto was finally overturned in 1987, the project had morphed into a different beast all 
together. As downtown Boston moved out of the urban renewal period that marked the middle of 
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Chapter IV: State of the City 
Post-Big Dig, Boston has struggled to move forward on transportation projects. In this 
closing chapter, I will explain the lasting effects of the Big Dig, both on the built city and on the 
disposition towards large scale projects.  
 
Aftermath of the Big Dig 
 One of the most interesting facets of the Big Dig is that the original Cost-Benefit analysis 
was never that impressive. When two of the Federal Highway Administration’s most senior 
planners arrived in Boston in 1985, they were tasked with calculating the difference in Cost-
Benefit between the underground Central Artery and the tunnel to Logan Airport. Their findings 
were surprising. Federal Administrator Ray Barnhart, in a memo to a regional highway planner, 
suggested that the benefit/cost ratio was between .3 and .5, depending on how much benefit the 
synergistic effect of the two tunnels combined might have.110 This was far less generous than the 
ratio the Massachusetts Department of Public Works had come up with for the two projects (1.63 
and 1.09 for the Artery and the tunnel, respectively).111 However, even after the cost/benefit ratio 
turned out to be low, the project was deemed eligible for federal funding. This shifted the battle 
to Congress, where Massachusetts’ representatives were ready for the fight.  
 The allocation of funding for the project was entirely political. The project was not 
chosen because it was clearly the most beneficial or necessary project in the country, but because 
the right people made the right moves at the right time. It is indisputable that Massachusetts’ 
powerful delegation is the reason the Big Dig was funded. When the project finished, Salvucci 
wrote the following in an op-ed about why the tunnel should be named after Tip O’Neill: 
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“To memorialize the elected officials without whom the Big Dig could not have happened is to 
celebrate that there are some actions that can be taken only as civic enterprises, through sensible 
government action, with the leadership of government officials who have the courage to hang in 
there, defend the dignity of government service, and even occasionally defend the need for taxes 
to pay for public services.”112 This type of leadership is only seen at the federal level.  
  When the project was debated at the local level, it relied on coalition building. It took 
engagement with the community. When the project moved to the federal level, it was all 
political. The next time the rail link resurfaced served to emphasize this point. Less than two 
decades after the idea to connect North and South Station died in Washington, Governor William 
Weld decided to pick up right where Dukakis had left off. Weld was a Libertarian with generally 
conservative fiscal policies but had a personal affinity for the rail link dating back to his years as 
a boarding student at the Middlesex School. His commute from New York involved taking the 
train to South Station, lugging his bags across the city, before getting on a different train out to 
the suburbs.113 The idea to connect the two stations had always appealed to him, so shortly after 
his election, the Central Artery Rail Link (CARL) task force was convened. Weld laid out the 
goals of the task force in four points:  
❖ Close the only gap in intercity rail service along the Atlantic seaboard 
❖ Develop an integrated regional rail network serving Massachusetts and New 
England through improved commuter rail service 
❖ Broaden the public benefits of the Central Artery project through increased 
regional service, consistent with national transportation and environmental policy 
 
These ideas were simply a continuation of the original vision the Dukakis Administration had put 
forward: integrating the artery depression and regional mass transit to ensure a successful, multi-
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modal city. This had been left out of the Big Dig, so it was logical to look for ways to complete 
the original vision. But there was another key reason that the link resurfaced in 1993. The Senate 
Majority Leader at the time was George J. Mitchell of Maine, who was eager to bring Amtrak 
service to his home state. The NSRL would connect Maine to the regional Amtrak network and 
Mitchell was fully committed to moving the idea forward. Weld put $1.5 million from the state 
budget forward to study the project and an additional $4 million was earmarked114 by 
Congress.115 But as is the case with discretionary projects on the national level, support only lasts 
as long as the supporters do. The delays and expense of the Big Dig made it difficult to argue for 
additional funding for Boston, and Mitchell’s time in Congress ended in 1995. By the time the 
NSRL study was completed in the early 2000s, the Big Dig was billions of dollars over budget, 
and Congress not too keen about the idea of another project in Boston. The Massachusetts 
delegation’s seniority in Washington significantly decreased in the early 2000’s and discussion 
regarding the NSRL did not appear on the federal level again.  
 
Costs 
When a project is debated on the local level, the cost is usually the focus. But even costs 
can be hard to calculate. After the CARL task force convened, the price tag of the NSRL 
fluctuated dramatically. The initial estimate by the CARL task force in 1993 was $1.74B. This 
rose to $3.1B after the firm Vanasse Hangen Brustlin was tasked with conducting an extensive 
environmental evaluation and economic analysis. However, the second figure, produced in 2003, 
included a 50% contingency provision to accommodate for unexpected design and construction 
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conditions.116 Accounting for inflation, this amount was very similar to the original CARL 
estimate. But soon, the cost estimate suddenly ballooned to $8.3B when a citizens advisory 
committee expressed objections and added in additional expenses. This number has been 
contested, but when Governor Mitt Romney came into office just after these numbers were made 
available, it was easy for him to pick the highest estimate and cite the expense as over the top. 
Boston was in the final stages of a project that had risen from a $2B estimate to over $20B and 
Massachusetts taxpayers would be covering much more than originally expected. The thought of 
another project with anything close to that price tag was out of the question.  
 This has remained the case for over a decade as long term projects have taken a back seat. 
Since the Big Dig was finished, there has not been a significant mass transit project completed in 
Massachusetts. Even after the federal government rolled out an $840 billion economic stimulus 
package known as the American Recovery and Re-invest-ment Act, which included at least 
$16.6 billion for Massa-chusetts over two years, the most significant infrastructure project was a 
700-foot-long bridge for pedestrians and cyclists. This $9.5 million bridge, which was originally 
planned as part of environmental mitigation for the Big Dig anyway (only to be cut as costs rose 
in 2003), was the grandest of the many bite-sized improvements that the stimulus yielded.117 The 
best word to describe the current status of infrastructure projects in Boston is inaction.  
 
Growth Machine at its finest 
 Real estate in Boston today is doing exceedingly well. Property values have risen 
continuously for years, and while Boston has been a desirable city to live in for a while, the 
completion of the Big Dig ensured that the downtown area would experience massive growth. In 
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2017, Boston was the third most expensive rental market in the United States and property 
development shows no sign of slowing.118 The Growth Machine is doing exceedingly well. 
Massachusetts has handed out nearly one billion dollars in tax breaks over the past few years, 
despite the fact that their effects are yet to be fully understood.119 It is unclear how many jobs 
these tax breaks create or what their addition is to the economy overall, but that has not stopped 
Boston from using tax breaks to entice companies such as General Electric and Amazon to locate 
their headquarters in the city.  
 But Boston is struggling to keep up with its own growth. In the past five years, Boston 
has reached its largest population since the late 1960s of around 675,000.120  The region is 
growing by 1.3 percent, which is two times the national average and faster than cities such as 
San Francisco and New York.121 But the city has failed to provide the appropriate mobility 
network to accommodate this growth. Gridlock has returned to the levels that were seen before 
the Big Dig and the transit system remains unable to provide reliable or convenient service. 
There is chronic underinvestment in these transit facilities. And the problems ailing the MBTA 
are not just problems ailing Bostonians: the service area covered by the existing Commuter Rail 
and “T” contains nearly 75% of the state’s population and over 75% of its jobs.122 Furthermore, 
Boston has seen a rise in inequality. In 2016, households in Boston’s 95th income percentile 
made almost 15 times what those in the city’s 20th percentile did. The Hub is now the seventh-
most unequal city in the country and the rapid growth and lack of transit is having noticeable 
effects on the communities struggling most. As the Urban Land Institute noted in a recent report, 
                                               
118 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, “Comprehensive Housing Market Analysis,” 
Office of Policy Development and Research, 2017, 3.  
119 “How States Are Improving Tax Incentives for Jobs and Growth,” Pew Foundation, 3 May, 2017, 67.  
120 “Boston Population,” World Population Review, October 10, 2017.  
121 “Recommendations for Greater Boston, Massachusetts,” Urban Land Institute, 6 October, 2017, 12.  
122 “Regional Report,” Transit Matters, 2018.  
 
47 
“Geographic clustering is occurring, further entrenching enclaves of high wealth and of extreme 
poverty. The communities that have lower incomes are underserved by transit.”123 
 Recent development has not served to solve any of these problems ailing Boston. The 
Seaport District is a perfect example: after years of being home to deserted lots, luxury 
apartments have begun to spring up, taking advantage of the proximity to downtown. But while 
thousands of apartment complexes have been built, no additional transport facilities have been 
added. In an interview at Samuels & Associates - a leading development firm in Boston - one of 
the principals told me that this type of planning is common in Boston. “The city allows people to 
build what they want as long as it will make the neighborhood look attractive,” he noted, “and 
then hope that the gaps will be filled in later.”124 But gaps in transit infrastructure are not easily 
filled and the area is already experiencing gridlock with public transit running way over 
capacity.125 The improvement of transit is not simple, but is there any hope for a progressive 
transit agenda anytime soon? In concluding this thesis, I will explain the forces that need to align 









                                               
123 “Recommendations for Greater Boston, Massachusetts,” Urban Land Institute, October 6, 2017, 12.  
124 Personal interview, Anonymous, Samuels & Associates, March 22, 2017.   




 The first step towards better mass transit is the acknowledgment of a broken system. In 
1891, it was clear the streets of Boston could not continue to withstand the congestion. In the 
1970s, there was agreement that highway planning had pushed cities to be overly car-centric and 
a change was necessary. While the solution to these problems was not immediately obvious or 
agreed upon, there was a consensus that something needed to change. This is beginning to 
happen in Boston today.  
 In the last two decades, people have begun to move back to cities and there has been a 
reversal of the white flight seen after the middle of the century. According to Josh Fairchild, a 
board member of the citizen advocacy group Transit Matters, this has helped force more media 
coverage. “The Boston Globe had no sense of transit issues for decades,” Fairchild noted. “Only 
in the past few years have we seen more coverage.”126 This is partly due to the fact that 
transportation is often not an exciting topic. When the first subway in the country was opening 
and the system was being electrified, journalists covered every minute of the project because the 
technology was new, and people wanted constant updates. Today, this is far from the case. A 
lack of excitement about the issue has also led to a lack of knowledge from elected officials. 
While transportation affects nearly everyone in the city, it is rare that transportation is someone’s 
primary voting issue. The main form of advocacy around transportation today is parochial: “‘My 
bus stop, my fare,’ is how people usually become passionate about transit problems,” as 
Fairchild said.127 Not because they want to fix the systemic issues throughout the city.  
 This creates a vicious cycle: since people are not voting with transit issues high on their 
list, elected officials are not transportation experts or advocates. But the agencies such as the 
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Massachusetts Department of Transportation or the MBTA wait to take their orders from elected 
officials, not wanting to get ahead of their planning process. This leads to a lack of vision 
because as politicians come and go (rarely with any solid transportation background), the 
agencies fail to think years in advance. This leads to a desire to stick with the status quo. There 
are small projects completed here and there, but there is a lack of political will to think long 
term. While the “Big Dig hangover” is still looming over these agencies, the lack of a broader 
vision is equally problematic.  
If Boston is going to develop the regional rail system it needs, it is imperative that a 
prominent elected official articulate that vision and expend political capital, much as Mayor 
Matthews did in 1891. While people agree on the idea of better transit, no one wants to pay for it 
-so only a leader who can lay out a compelling case to the public, and other stakeholders, will be 
able to garner support. That leader will need to convincingly explain how the long-term benefits, 
and a shift towards a transit-oriented region, would be worth the high upfront cost. While 
political moments matter - for example, if the Democrats win the majority in Congress next 
session, the Massachusetts delegation will have several committee chairs - the first step is 
utilizing less traditional frameworks, other than cost-benefit analysis, to assess the value of 
public investment. Logan and Molotch, in their explanation of judging an urban project, say it 
best:   
How will the quality of life and access to jobs, housing, and other resources in different 
communities in the metropolis be affected? What communities will suffer negative impacts, how 
will they be compensated, and to whom will benefits accrue? Will the sought after corporations, 
for example, commit to "living wage" programs or another mechanism to promote a high-wage 
economy? [Next] is sustainability. We must demand of our planners that they look forward 
decades into the future to assess environmental impacts….There is also the demonstration factor 
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that goes beyond the local site: Could this project change the way things are done in many other 
places, yielding net gains to them or to the larger social and natural environment?128 
 
For Boston to become a truly livable city, its leaders must take these questions and 
considerations into account, and indeed, look decades into the future to assess the impacts of 
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